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You can
be there

as a Frontline Partner

By giving $30 a month

By becoming a Frontline Partner through Open Doors, you’ll join the largest
on-the-ground network of support for persecuted Christians in the world.

OpenDoorsUSA.org

Today, Christians all over the world are pressured,  
arrested, attacked or killed for their faith.

you can provide your persecuted family with 
critical support and emergency relief.

FRONTLINE PARTNERS ARE THERE, NO MATTER WHAT.

VISIT OPENDOORSUSA.ORG/PRESENCE-FLP TO SIGN UP TODAY. 
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For over 60 years, Open Doors has worked in the world’s 
most oppressive countries, empowering Christians who are 
persecuted for their faith.

Islem* is a Christian from North Africa who has to hide her faith from her 
father. Before she became a Christian, she believed she would be the 
only Christian in her country.

Fortunately, she has found a church community. She is a participant in 
an Open Doors program and found other believers to support her in her 
walk with Jesus. Read more of her story on page 15.
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Walking  
with Jesus  
… alone

Samuel* is an 83-year-old pastor in South 
Asia who left his village 26 years ago.

The people of his village are mostly 
farmers. The older ones remember the name of 
the foreign missionary who came and shared 
Christ in their village so many years ago, but 
most people have forgotten. When the better 
resourced Christians—like Samuel—left, 
only the very poor were left behind, and they 
became the servants and farm hands for the 
wealthier Muslim farmers.

Over the years, these believers became 
isolated from Christian teaching. Their 
children grew up and married within their 
dwindling community. Some of them would 
go to church outside of the village every so 
often, but the younger ones were forced to 
work hard on Sundays.

The situation is bleak, and many people see 
little hope of escape. Almost every Christian 
household in these rural settings has at least 
one or more members who are addicted to 
drugs and/or alcohol. Many of the Christian 
women have been threatened with abuse or 
have been abused. But no one will call the 
police—these Christians have to work and are 

“We’ll tell them 
about Jesus  

and show them 
His love.”

required to do what is asked of 
them to survive.

But Samuel has not forgotten 
the Christians in his village—even 
as they’ve struggled to survive in 
total isolation.

“It’s very simple,” he says. 
“We want to be there for the 
Christians, and we teach people 
from the Bible. They have to 
discover that there’s not only 
false hope in this world; true 

Frontline Faith

By Christopher Summers
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Afghanistan (ranked No. 1 and 2 on the 
2020 World Watch List, respectively) as 
well. North Korean parents often don’t 
even tell their own children about their 
faith in Jesus—if the child reveals the 
faith of the parent, the whole family could 
be sent to a labor camp or even executed. 
In Afghanistan, even the suspicion of 
interest in Christianity can be enough for 
mob “justice” that leads to death. 

‘The church has to come  
to them’
Open Doors believes that the Holy Spirit 
works even in the midst of these kinds of 
extreme difficulties—we believe the gospel 
of Jesus works in the darkness and can 
help any Christian. And we are also 
dedicated to helping Christians lean into the 
Great Commission, which doesn’t speak of 
mere believers, but speaks of disciples.

This is why we are dedicated to 
helping every Christian grow and 
thrive in their faith, not just languish in 
isolation. It’s why we create secret radio 
broadcasts that are beamed into North 
Korea, why we train pastors who lead 
churches for isolated believers in North 
Africa, why we smuggle Bibles into 
the most closed places and why, when 
people can’t attend a church, we send 
the church to them.

This last activity is what we do for 
communities like Samuel’s in South 
Asia. His village is filled with people 
who have no way to grow in their faith 
and learn more about Jesus, even as 
they are persecuted for Him. “The root 
cause of their problem is that they are 
unchurched,” an Open Doors’ local 
partner in South Asia says. “These 
people cannot go to a church. What can 
you do? There’s only one solution: The 
church has to come to them.

“That’s why we send out mobile 
church teams to the unchurched 
Christian communities. You can think of 
them as a church on wheels. The trucks 
are managed by people trained by us. 
We will bring music, films about the 
Bible and Jesus, and literature for those 
who can read. We will meet the people 
where they are and teach them basic 
Christianity. We’ll tell them about Jesus 
and show them His love.”

This is the mission of Open Doors in 
a nutshell: We want to help God’s people 
find Jesus and grow in their knowledge 
and love of Him. And as long as God 
allows, we’ll keep walking in that calling, 
no matter what.

hope can be found in Jesus. If they 
knew Him and how He has suffered for 
them to make things right with God, that 
would give true meaning to their lives.”

But how can they teach the people in 
these villages—some in places difficult 
to get to, far away from any church?

When faith can’t grow
These types of situations are not only 
found in South Asia. For millions of 
Christians around the world, following 
Jesus is a lonely life—to be sure, for these 
believers, the knowledge of God’s saving 
grace and the love of Jesus are well worth 
it! But for many of these brothers and 
sisters, walking in the way of Christ means 
they could be cut off from family, friends, 
communities and relationships.

In some parts of the world where 
Islam is the dominant religion, Christians 
have to hide their faith. Particularly for 
those who convert from Islam, they 
may have to hide their faith from family 
and friends. “They are isolated because 
in general they don’t meet with other 
Christians and also because of their 
secret conversion they do change,” says 
Chuck*, an Open Doors team member 
who works with Christians in the Arabian 
Peninsula. “They find it difficult to 
maintain their friendships they had 
before their conversion. For them it’s 
difficult to continue the small talk or 
even the deeper conversations with 
friends, and for that reason they grow 
apart from their friends and relatives.”

Chuck saw this happen with a man 
from Saudi Arabia. He came to faith in 
Jesus when he was living abroad. “He was 
going to church two, three times a week,” 
Chuck says. “But now he returned to his 
own country, living in his village again. 
He wasn’t prepared for that. He didn’t 
memorize the Bible, he didn’t memorize 
songs. He is far away from the closest 
Christian; he needs to drive for about five 
hours to meet with another believer.”

This kind of thing happens with 
believers in places like North Korea and 

Frontline Faith

In Bangladesh, Open 
Doors hosts a three-day 
women’s gathering to 
help believers deepen 
their understanding of 
the gospel and encourage 
each other through 
fellowship—vital ministry 
in a place where wives 
are often excluded from 
discipleship training.

If you’d like to help Open Doors  
support the gospel around the world,  
visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/FLP.
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It’s not like—if discovered—they are always arrested or 
tortured. Though some are. But for most of these believers, 
upon discovery of their faith, the least they can expect is 
social exclusion and discrimination in employment.

And that is why we in Open Doors must be so careful to 
respect their need to practice the faith in secrecy.

But it is a tension.

They want to be remembered and prayed for. 

Yet they do not want to be exposed, and their suffering made 
unnecessarily worse.

I remember a sad situation where one ministry—out of a 
genuine desire to raise funds to help—published a photo of a 
Pakistani convert from Islam being baptized. 

They were supposed to black out his eyes. But they forgot. 
Five weeks later, he was found in his sleeping bag. His Bible 
had been taped across his chest. Two bullets had left holes 
through the pages. As they plunged into his heart.

So while believers need prayer and support, many need to 
remain anonymous so they aren’t targeted. We must share 
their dilemma … yet protect their identity! 

This reality is also complicated by culture. Some churches want 
publicity, and see it as a tactic to ask for more freedom.

But other Christian leaders in some places see publicity as a 
restriction on their ability to follow their calling. 

In the former USSR, Christians wanted maximum publicity for 
those believers jailed for their faith. Open Doors produced over 
300 prayer cards each year with a picture of a prisoner’s face. 
It was a wonderful tool, and the result of the defiance of the 
Soviet church. 

I went to China and asked to do the same for their prisoners as 
in the USSR. There were literally thousands of Christians in jail. 
We knew their names. We had their pictures. 

But the families did not wish it. The prisoners did not wish it. 

This is what they said: “Our relative does not want publicity for 
two reasons. First because they have chosen proudly to go to 
jail as part of their witness, and do not want to be released. 
Second, because if they are internationally known as Christians, 
then they will not be able to resume their ministry after their 
release—they will be too well known.” 

We would love to show everyone the faces of the suffering saints. 
But often, in the interests of their ministries, we cannot. They 
want the gospel to gallop through their chains. In most cases, 
the price is to tell of them, but not to show them! Heaven will 
set that right.

Frontline Faith

A: I went to church last Sunday in my Cotswold village in 
England. I strolled down the road and passed dry-stone 
walls. It’s a mile to my old church.

My Bible was tucked under my arm. Frankly, I don’t need 
a physical Bible—I have one on my phone. But I carry it 
because I want to do what hundreds of millions of Christians 
cannot do: be an open Christian without fear!

I met three people on the road. At no point did my heart rate 
increase. At no point was I abused. At no point was I stoned.

My stroll to church costs me nothing.

That’s religious freedom!

It’s worth celebrating. 

But so many of our persecuted sisters and brothers cannot 
take a stroll to church openly. They must practice their faith in 
secret, away from the prying eyes of their government, or their 
families, or the leaders of communities of the majority religion.

By Ron Boyd McMillan

Ask a 
Persecution
Expert
WHY DOES OPEN 
DOORS KEEP SUCH 
TIGHT SECURITY IN 
SOME COUNTRIES?



Frontline Faith

In 2019, some 2,983 believers were killed for their faith, and 
well over half of those deaths were in sub-Saharan Africa. In 
Nigeria alone, 1,350 believers died (a conservative estimate).

The violence surging across these countries gives way 
to what Open Doors is calling, “a wave of Islamist influence 
backed by money, weapons, drugs and organized crime 
spreading across sub-Saharan Africa.”

S U B - S A H A R A N 
A F R I C A

WHAT’S HAPPENING WITH GOD’S PEOPLE, 
STANDING STRONG FOR HIM IN PLACES WHERE 
FOLLOWING JESUS CAN COST THE MOST

In Thinh,* a northern province of Vietnam, the life of a 
Christian is difficult. Believers, especially new believers from 
an ethnic tribe, face persecution from family members, their 
community, local authorities or a combination of the three. 
The tribe members traditionally worship animals or their 
ancestors, but when someone turns their back on this belief 
and decides to follow Christ, they become an outcast and 
are expelled from the community—unless they deny their 
newfound faith.

This is what happened to Canh* and his family. When his 
parents learned about his new faith, they demanded that 
Canh renounce his faith and go back to his old beliefs. He 
was given three days to decide. But Canh was determined 
to follow and worship Jesus rather than his parents’ gods.

Immediately, Canh, his wife and two daughters (ages 1 
and 3) were expelled from their village by the village chief. 
They were not allowed to bring any of their belongings 
except for the clothes they were wearing. Their properties 
were also confiscated. They were forced to live at their 
pastor’s house.

V I E T N A M
A family of new believers expelled from their village

Islamic State mounts violent assault

PLEASE PRAY FOR GOD’S INTERVENTION IN THE LIFE OF CANH 
AND HIS FAMILY. PRAY THEY WILL CONTINUE TO STAND STRONG 
IN THEIR FAITH AMIDST TRIALS AND SUFFERING.

PLEASE PRAY FOR GOD’S GRACE AND HEALING FOR OUR 
BROTHERS AND SISTERS INVOLVED IN THIS ATTACK AND 
THOUSANDS OF BELIEVERS IN SUB-SAHARAN AFRICA. PRAY 
FOR COURAGE AND THE ABILITY TO PLACE THEIR HOPE AND 
TRUST IN THE LORD.

In weak or “fragile” states, where laws and government 
are ineffective, targeted Christian populations are left 
unprotected. A recent video release of the execution of 
11 Nigerian Christians by the Islamic State West African 
Province (ISWAP) offers specific evidence of growing 
Islamization. The video mirrored the same scenes ISIS sent 
five years ago when they beheaded 21 Christian men on 
the Libyan coast. In both videos, the martyrs wore orange 
jumpsuits, their killers in black.

“This message is to the Christians in the world,” ISWAP 
said in the 56-second propaganda video.

One pastor we met in Nigeria described the current 
environment in the northern region as a survival culture—
“You lay your head down at night, not knowing if you’ll 
wake,” he says.

In refugee camps in Bangladesh, Rohingya Muslims are 
meeting Jesus. And because they are converting to 
Christianity, Islamic extremists have staged several violent 
attacks. 

In one recent assault, a mob of hundreds of people 
attacked believers and destroyed 18 homes and a house 
church building.

B A N G L A D E S H
Rohingya believers attacked for turning to Jesus

Persecution
Watch

*Names changed for security reasons
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Almost daily, we get reports of raided house churches in 
Iran and Christians arrested and imprisoned. Believers, 
considered political prisoners, are often taken to Evin 
Prison, a place known as Iran’s “torture factory.”

Recently, we shared a letter from a former house church 
leader sentenced to 10 years in Evin Prison. Two years 
into his sentence, Nasser Navard Gol-Tepeh (his name 
was changed to Sam after he left Islam for Christ) shared 
powerful words and asked Christians—“my brothers and 
sisters around the world”—to “remember me always.”

Quoting from the apostle Paul in Philippians, he shared: 
“You know that your prayers are a sweet smelling offering to 
God and a sacrifice, which is accepted and pleasing to him.”

Nasser also requested prayer for his family to come to 
follow Jesus, for the Iranian people and the spread of the 
gospel. With his words, he challenged Christians to remain 
firm in their faith and to show concern for one another, not 
to give up meeting together and to work hard to spread the 
gospel. Finally, he asked for prayer for the other Christians 
in prison.

At least six believers were hospitalized. It’s also 
believed that three Christian men were kidnapped and may 
be facing torture in captivity. There are also unconfirmed 
reports that one or more of these men have already been 
killed for their faith. 

The mob is most likely connected to the Arakan 
Rohingya Salvation Army (ARSA), a Muslim insurgent group.

In August 2017, hundreds of thousands of Rohingya 
fled from bordering country Myanmar across Bangladesh’s 
borders, attempting to escape a military offensive the 
United Nations later described as a “textbook example of 
ethnic cleansing.”

The Rohingya are mostly Muslims. But while we can’t 
disclose specific details, our partners tell us that increasing 
numbers of Rohingya refugees are turning to Jesus.

Frontline Faith

PRAY WITH US FOR THE SAFE RETURN OF KIDNAPPED 
BELIEVERS, HEALING FROM THE TRAUMA OF VIOLENCE AND 
PROTECTION AS MORE ROHINGYA TURN TO JESUS.

PRAY WITH YOUR BROTHER NASSER. SPEAK HIS NAME TODAY.

8     Presence | May / June 2020

I R A N
Imprisoned church leader asks for prayer
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Washington, D.C. has always been a busy place. Walking 
between meetings, you get so used to seeing protests, 
marches and megaphones that you start to hardly notice 
after a while. Conferences and hearings on every imaginable 
subject happen daily across the city. Even walking through 
the halls of Congress or the State Department, you quickly 
realize you’re just one of thousands trying to get your 
message across to someone who can make a difference. 

So I wasn’t the least bit surprised the other day when I 
sat down to lunch with a member of Congress and he quickly 
set his smartphone on a little stand while we ate so he could 
monitor incoming emails. He politely apologized, noting they 
were expecting a very important floor vote to be called at any 
moment and all 435 members of the House of Representatives 
would need to make their way to the House floor.

No, if anything, I was grateful this member of Congress 
was taking precious time ahead of a major vote to sit down 
with Open Doors USA. In fact, I knew this Congressman had 
dedicated many hours over more than 20 years to helping 
those persecuted for their beliefs. He isn’t the only one.

Every day, across our nation’s capital, men and women 
get up and go to work with the stories of the persecuted on 
their minds. From interns just starting their careers to the 
most senior policymakers in every branch of government, 
there is someone, somewhere, thinking of the pastor 
recently imprisoned or the family who has lost everything in 
a terrorist attack. This is good news for the persecuted, but 
it doesn’t happen by accident.

The release of the 2020 World Watch List is a perfect 
example. The report is announced at an event for press and 
government officials in Washington, D.C. each January; we 
use the report’s release to make sure decision-makers have 
the latest information on what Christians are facing around 
the world.

For 2020, we: 
•  Alerted more than 40 House and Senate offices to the 

World Watch List
•  Had key representatives from the State Department, 

Congress, the U.S. Commission on International 
Religious Freedom, and a wide range of non-
governmental organizations in attendance 

•  Had remarks given by Assistant Secretary of State 
Robert Destro (pictured). Assistant Secretary Destro is 
the highest ranking U.S. diplomat tasked with advancing 
human rights in U.S. foreign policy

In his remarks at the World Watch List release, Assistant 
Secretary Destro emphasized both his support for the work of 
Open Doors and the need for cooperation among many groups 
to provide relief for the persecuted. Even more importantly, 
though, his presence at the event reminded us that despite all 
the noise and business of Washington, those suffering for their 
faith are not forgotten.

Please pray that as we continue this work,  
we find new and creative ways to turn concern  

into action, and we provide help to those who need 
it most. Pray also for Assistant Secretary Destro and 

the many others here who have not forgotten the 
persecuted, that they would continue to help us cut 

through the noise and keep the plight of our brothers 
and sisters in faith front and center.

By Isaac Six, Open Doors USA Director of Advocacy

Assistant Secretary of State Robert Destro speaks at Open Doors’ 2020 
World Watch List release event on January 15, 2020.

RAISING AWARENESS 
for THE PERSECUTED in 
THE HALLS OF POWER

U P D A T E S  F R O M  C A P I T O L  H I L L

TO FIND OUT HOW YOU CAN BE INVOLVED IN OUR 
ADVOCACY WORK AND TO SIGN UP FOR REGULAR 

UPDATES, PLEASE VISIT: 

OPENDOORSUSA.ORG/TAKE-ACTION/ADVOCACY



Do you believe that Jesus is the saviour of your life?”
“Yes.”
“Do you accept that you are sinful and you can only be 

saved by Jesus’ name?”
“Yes.”
For Bon-Hwa, the gravity of this moment she had 

waited for so long was more than the young woman could 
bear. The tears flowed as she wept.

“She wanted to be baptized so badly that she 
couldn’t wait any longer,” says the Open Doors worker 
who baptized her.

Two years before she was baptized, Bon-Hwa met 
Jesus in one of Open Doors’ Women to Women secret 
meetings organized specifically for North Korean women 
who have escaped their country for a better life and are 
now living illegally in China.

While helping North Korean refugees is outlawed 
in China and subject to heavy punishment, Open Doors 
ministry partners take the enormous risk and the resources 
you provide to lead these ministries and operate a number 
of safe houses for North Korean Christians.

It was in one of these safe houses that Bon-Hwa stood 
with only two other courageous followers of Jesus and 
confessed her faith in Christ.

“I had to contain myself and focus on the steps of the 
ceremony,” says our Open Doors worker. “Or else, I would 
have cried loudly myself. It was a holy moment.”

Impact Report:
Each issue, see how your support and prayers 

are changing lives around the world!

Inside Bon-Hwa’s secret baptism

N O R T H  K O R E A

Your
support is providing  

safe houses and ministries 
where women are  

meeting Jesus.

Ouk* is a young believer from southern Laos and at 
a very young age, he was exposed to the realities of 
persecution. “I didn’t see my father until I was 7,” he 
says. “He was in jail because he shared the gospel  
in our province.”

Persecution didn’t end when Ouk’s father was 
released. “The authorities did so many things to the 
Christians in our province,” Ouk remembers. “When I 
was about 11 or 12, I saw a believer’s corpse laid in front 
of our church. He was killed by the police after coming 
home from his studies at a Bible school in Thailand.

“But in front of his body, I saw how our church 
relentlessly worshipped God and stood strong; they 
continued praising Him despite the loss. And this 
made me more committed to Christ.”

After seeing the power of worship in the face of 
persecution, Ouk’s dream is to be a worship leader. 
Your prayers and support recently made it possible 
for him to receive musical training through Open 
Doors’ local partners.

“I want to share what I have learned here from 
the training with others. Back home, I am part of 
the worship team, and I would like to share it with 
my team. I would like to thank you for supporting 
us, for supporting this training. I thank my teachers 
here and everyone who took care of us here at the 
training center.”

Training Ouk to be a worship leader

Your
support gave me musical 
training to lead worship  

at my church.

L A O S
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In an area of the world where leaving Islam to follow 
Jesus is a death sentence, a Somali mother named 
Momina*, 38, is raising her six children to know God.

When Momina met Christ in her dreams, war 
broke out around her. Her uncle took a photo of her 
publicly declaring faith in Christ in a church service 
telecast and sent it to the family.

What followed was emotional carnage. Her 
husband informed all their relatives that she and the 
children were dead to him and instructed everyone 
to stop sending money to her. Momina had no one 
to turn to.

That’s when she connected to a church, an Open 
Doors ministry partner. While the church cared for 
her family’s spiritual needs, Open Doors rented them 
a place to stay, provided furniture and supplied them 
with food. Open Doors will also help send her kids to 
school and together with her church, help her start 
some income-generating activities.

“Your support reached me when I was almost 
‘gone,’ almost broken and when I felt I had no one,” 
Momina says. “I thought I would see my children die 
one by one, or all at once. If not for you, our grief, 
hunger and thirst would have killed us.”

Momina teaches her children to pray, says her 
pastor. “Most kids the same age have difficulty 
telling the story of Christ’s salvation; but it is a 
miracle to hear her children speak about Jesus 
Christ, how He died on the cross for their sake! Who 
can do this, if not God?

“When I think of the future Somali church, I 
hope that future generations will be like Momina 
and her children.”

In late 2019, we got word that Pastor Bahrom—
imprisoned in 2017 for leading a church—would be 
released six months early. He celebrated Christmas 
with his family and church. Recently, we received a 
thank you letter from him and his wife, addressed 
to you: 

“Dear brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus. 2017-
2019 for us have been years of testing of our faith 
and walking with God—not only for my family, but 
for many Christian churches in our country. These 
challenges have taught us to unite more and trust the 
Lord in difficulties. During my imprisonment, many 
Christians from all over the world stood in solidarity 
with us—evidenced by the letters I received with 
your words of comfort and prayerful support. Many 
Christians prayed for me and for my family.

“God has shown Himself through many brothers 
and sisters and also through you. My family and I are 
very happy for the prayer support and physical care 
you have provided.

“Early last year, my church was attacked by wicked 
people and the church building was confiscated by 
the court. Our church is now gathering inside a 40-ton 
container. We pray now for a new building for our 
church. We also ask you to participate in prayer and 
support us in this. 

“God bless you all!!!”

To see more impact stories, visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/FLPImpact and find out how becoming a monthly giver can change lives.

Your
support kept us alive.  

If not for you, our grief, 
hunger and thirst would 

have killed us.

Raising up the Somali church

A thank-you letter from recently released Pastor Bahrom

H O R N  O F  A F R I C A

T A J I K I S T A N
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Your
support sustained  

my family and me when  
I was in prison for  

my faith.
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Frontline Faith

Almost daily, our field shares news of attacks and kidnappings in northern 
Nigeria. Islamic terrorist groups increasingly attack at will, targeting Christian 
villages and individual believers. Research for the 2020 World Watch List 
indicates that 1,350 (a conservative estimate) Nigerian Christians were killed 
for their faith from November 2018 to November 2019. Because of your help, 
attack survivors are getting the help they need to not only exist but truly live 
and tell others about the strength they’ve found in Christ. 

Through your prayer and support, God is restoring hearts, lives and 
communities. Together, with the help of trained counselors, survivors are 
on the path toward healing, as they work through their pain and grief. When 
trauma is dealt with, restoration and growth can take place.

Through your support, 728 believers in Nigeria have received counseling 
and training, including those who attended extended sessions in the new Open 
Doors trauma center where believers come and live together to participate in 
counseling sessions, prayer and worship. Your support is strengthening the 
church in northern Nigeria to stand strong in the fire and ultimately, be used 
by God to storm the gates of hell and advance His Kingdom. Christians like 
Aisha. She was attacked and raped by two men when Islamic extremists saw a 
Bible in her home and assumed her husband was a pastor. 

“If I hadn’t attended this program, I don’t know 
how my life would have been,” she says. “I have 
seen the love of God … Even when I go back 
home, I want to show this love to the people 
around us.”

Hope for Nigeria
Impact update: 

N O R T H E R N 
N I G E R I A

Nigerian Christians 
were killed for their 

faith November 2018–
December 2019.

An estimated

1,350

YOUR SUPPORT HAS 
HELPED RESTORE

the lives 
and 

hearts 
of 728 

believers

Your
support has put hundreds 

of attack survivors in 
Nigeria on the road to 

healing.
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Frontline Faith

Will we be 
found faithful?

“He said something I’ll never forget: ‘It’s not 
about how big a thing you build for God.  

It’s about being faithful to Jesus until the end.’”

“We were taught by our leaders how to witness to the prison guards who were taking us to our 
execution. We were taught to tell that person about Jesus and how to lead them to Him before 
they killed us.”

During a recent trip to Asia, these words from underground church leaders literally brought 
me to my knees. I had traveled there to help these leaders reach and train their young people. 
They had invited me to speak at a gathering of 500 leaders.

In their words, they’re “hemorrhaging a whole generation of young people” as young adults 
move from villages to the cities and move away from the purposes of God. So they asked me to 
help them understand Western church leadership methods.

That kind of faith
I quickly discovered that this Greek immigrant from Australia now living in Southern 
California had so much more to learn from these underground leaders than I could ever teach 
them. Many of them grew up during Mao Zedong’s Cultural Revolution in which millions of 
Christians were imprisoned or killed—the persecution that gave way to China’s still-growing 
underground church.

“All we know how to do to is pray,” they told me. “All we know how to do is believe God. 
That’s how we had revival in China when we were not allowed to carry the Word of God.”

After listening to them share and seeing their faith, I looked at them and said straight out: 
“I have no idea what I could teach you. Whatever it is you’ve got, I want. I want this revival fire I 
can take back to Australia and America and to the rest of the world.

“You can all lay hands on me and give me the kind of faith that says: ‘I’m just going to believe 
God, that Jesus is who He says He is, the kind of faith that witnesses to my executioner on the 
way to my execution. I want that kind of faith that causes Jesus to marvel.’”

Hope for Nigeria

by Christine Caine
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They went on to tell me that this is 
what happens with persecution. One 
leader shared, “You just have to know 
the Holy Spirit. You have to know Jesus, 
and you have to believe for the fire and 
faith of God to be faithful to the end.”

And then he said something I’ll 
never forget: “It’s not about how big a 
thing you build for God. It’s about being 
faithful to Jesus until the end.”

I lead A21 Campaign, a global 
anti-human trafficking organization. 
I travel the globe with our Propel 
ministry. I might be known for building 
great things for God, but these bold, 
courageous leaders remind all of 
us—including you and me and our 
persecuted brothers and sisters around 
the world—what our Savior asks of 
His disciples: A faith that recognizes 
Jesus is the Son of God and that His 
Word is truth. A faith that stands firm 
and doesn’t get lost or mired in our 
circumstances.

Christine Caine founded and leads the global anti-human trafficking organization A21 dedicated to abolishing injustice in the 
21st century; as well as Propel Women, designed to activate women to fulfill their God-given passion, purpose and potential. 
She is the author of several books, including her most recent, Undaunted: Daring to Do What God Calls You to Do.  
Learn more about Christine and her mission at christinecaine.com.

The life God has called us to live
My interaction with these underground Chinese leaders and then meeting several 
secret believers from the Middle East are powerful reminders that as people who 
follow Jesus, we must not only be passionate about smuggling Bibles into places 
like China and Vietnam. We also have to actually read our own Bibles—so that we 
can do what God has called us to do. I’m amazed that when I talk to our persecuted 
brothers and sisters, they tell me they’re praying for U.S. Christians—that we would 
actually live the life God has called us to live. 

Most of us will never have a gun pointed to our head for our faith, but we will be 
tempted to compromise or dilute our witness in a thousand other different ways. 
We can take lessons from our brothers and sisters in the Middle East, in parts of 
Asia, South America and Africa. Because there’s a different kind of faith that comes 
with a “deny Jesus or die” ultimatum like thousands of Christians have faced.

At A21, when people hear about our mission of abolishing injustice, they often 
applaud, because we’re living in a very “activist” world. But they don’t applaud 
when you say things like, “Jesus Christ is the way, the truth, the life, that no one 
comes to the Father but by Him.” The world we’re living in—whether it’s the 
prosperous West or brutal totalitarian regimes—we all must ask ourselves if we will 
be truly faithful followers of Jesus Christ to the end. Because we need that kind of 
faith to be unleashed throughout our nation and world.

When I came to Christ 30 years ago, my family didn’t speak to me for almost 
three years. A Greek Orthodox girl converting is the ultimate sin. It’s like a Muslim 
converting to Christianity. My parents ripped up my birth certificate. There is an 
element to our faith that is countercultural, and there is an enemy to our soul.

Our persecuted family knows that reality 
firsthand. They have learned that what 
actually transforms society is a courageous, 
audacious faith in the lordship of Jesus 
Christ. They know their trust in God must 
be bigger than their need to control their 
circumstances. Through their lives, they 
challenge us to remain faithful to Jesus to 
the end—no matter the cost.

That is the job ahead of us, too. 
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She thought she would be the only Christian  

in North Africa. But what she found would change her life

By Christopher Summers

Cover Story

… but not abandoned
P E R S E C U T E D
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We can only have a short meeting with 
Islèm. She’s expected home from school 
soon. Because Islèm is a woman, in this 
North African country’s strict Islamic 
society, it would be odd for her to be 
alone for long. 

But there’s another reason the 22-year-old 
college student is taking a risk as she speaks to 
our Open Doors team. It’s a reason no one knows 
about, not even her family. 

She’s become a follower of Jesus. 
As we talk, she checks her phone constantly to 

make sure she still has time to safely get home. Her 
faith is a secret, and if her father discovers it she’s 
not sure what he’ll do. 

“He is a nice man, but from time to time he 
shows his other face,” she says. “You never know 
how he will react when I say that I am a Christian. 
For him, it is strange and impossible to accept.”

Islèm has managed to keep her conversion 
a secret since she first began to follow Jesus in  
November 2013. But her road to faith has been 
hardly smooth.

Saying ‘thank you’ to God
Becoming a follower of Jesus wasn’t anything 
Islèm expected when she was a child. She 
was raised like almost every other girl in her 
country—a good, dutiful Muslim. “It was a surprise 
for me,” she remembers. “I had never thought 
before of becoming a Christian or becoming a 
daughter of God.” Although she’s clearly nervous 
to be talking with the Open Doors team, she feels 
comfortable enough to tell her story, especially 
since her pastor is sitting in the same room during 
our conversation. 

Islèm’s father is a strict Muslim, and her mother 
follows the example of her husband—but not so 
closely that Islèm isn’t able to confide in her. In 
fact, Islèm’s mother is one of the only people who 
knows about Islèm’s faith. 

Islèm made the choice to cover her hair, as 
every devout Islamic girl does, at a young age. 
She believed in God and in the stories told to her, 
as does every child who is raised in a religious 
family. But doubts about her faith came to Islèm in 
unexpected ways.

“It began when I still was in primary school,” 
she says. “I was watching a movie in which there 

was a woman always praying to God—to Jesus. She was asking a lot 
of things. But she also turned to God to thank Him because He did 
something for her. That was a little strange for me because in Islam, 
we always ask God to give us something, but we have never thought of 
thanking Him for something.”

That moment was a catalyst for a journey Islèm never could have 
seen coming. “My search started at that moment, despite my father 
being a [strict, conservative Muslim]; he was always praying, always 
reading the Quran, and leaving the house to serve God,” she remembers. 
“I wore the hijab, prayed and read the Quran, but that night I felt 
something was different and I had concerns. I did as this woman [in the 
movie] did: I prayed, and I thanked God.” 

And then she started searching for answers. 

‘I thought I might become the  
first [Christian] in North Africa’
Searching looks different now than it has in previous generations. In the 
past, Islèm might have gone to the library, in search of books or texts that 
could help her think through her questions. Or maybe she would have 
asked a teacher, or an imam, or another wise adult for advice and counsel. 

But for Islèm, a normal teenager? She pulled out her phone. 
“I searched on the internet, on Facebook and on YouTube,” she says. 

“I tried to find people speaking about Jesus. I wanted to know more 
about the relationship between God and me. I was not a Christian, but 
I believed that there was someone named Jesus. I tried to find out who 
Jesus was. I wanted to know why this woman was praying to Him and 
was thanking Him. Who was Jesus, actually? I was not satisfied with 
what I found. So, I gave up my research after about a month.”

But she didn’t give up the search completely. “I had friends in Syria who 
were Christians, and I tried to communicate with them; at that time, it was 
a bit like a fight between them and me, because I was a Muslim trying to 
know more about Jesus,” Islèm says. “I tried to tell them about Islam, and 
it led to confusion, and they ended their contact with me. On Facebook I 
did some research as well. To tell you the truth, at that time I thought there 
were no Christians in North Africa. I thought I was the first person who 
might become a Christian in North Africa.”

In the part of North Africa where Islèm lives, there are very few 
Christians, especially compared to the surrounding cultural dominance of 
Islam. Revealing a public faith in Jesus can result in persecution, ranging 
from discrimination to violent attack. So in most countries in the region, 
the Christians keep a low profile. 

This might explain her assumption about being the only person who 
was questioning the dominant faith—she didn’t know any Christians 
were around. “I did not meet any Christians before this search, and I 
did not know if there were Christians in our region,” she says. “For me 
Christians were just the people living abroad, in the U.S., in France, in 
Italy. We had a negative opinion of Christianity—as Muslims, we always 
said that Christians do all kinds of bad things. We also said that their 
book [the Bible] was not precise or accurate since it was written by 
human beings and not by God.”
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In North Africa where Islèm lives, leaving Islam 
is seen as a betrayal to family and tribe so any 
expression of faith must be done in secrecy and 
isolation. New believers often feel like they’re the 
only one following Jesus. 

Cover Story

Looking for peace in the midst of chaos
As Islèm’s search for truth continued, her home life was falling apart. Her 
parents were fighting constantly, and the stress of her family’s struggles and 
being a teenager who had so much uncertainty took its toll. 

“In 2013, there were many problems between my mother and my father,” 
she remembers. “My father left the house a lot and he was not nice to my 
mother; he was aggressive. I started smoking and became violent myself. I 
even tried to commit suicide by taking an overdose of medicine and cutting 
my wrists. Psychologically, I was a mess; all I could think about was dying. 
To be honest, I don’t know how I survived. I did not want anything.”

During this tumultuous time, she was admitted to the hospital with a 
kidney infection, and the doctors made her rest and remain there. She spent 
two months there without seeing her family. 

“When I was at the hospital,” she remembers, “there was a window and 
one night I asked God: ‘Why me? You had my mother deliver me as a baby 
and You let me live this life. It is not normal. Why did You create me? To get 
hurt, to lead such a life? If you are God, show how glorious You are, who 
You are. Either I die or if you have something for me, then show it to me.

“The following day the doctor said I could leave the hospital. The first 
thing I said to my mother was that she should get a divorce because my 
father treated her so badly. She did so, and when I left the hospital we 
moved to my grandparents’ house. I removed my veil because I wanted to 
have a fresh start with my mother.”

And with that fresh start, Islèm resumed her search for the truth about 
God. “The first thing I did when I came home was to use my smartphone 
and go on Facebook,” she says. “While I was on the landing page, I saw a 
page called ‘Christians in [my country].’ It was strange for me. I clicked on it 
and then stopped. I switched off my phone. I switched it on once more and 
again, on Facebook, the same page appeared in front of my eyes. Maybe 
that was something, maybe it was a sign. I clicked on it and sent a message. 
I was curious what would happen.”

In the country where Islèm lives, Christians are hesitant to trust someone 
immediately, even if the new contact claims to be a believer. Trusting the 
wrong person could lead to trouble with the authorities or with extremist 
groups. “The people I talked to on that [Christian] page saw my profile 
where all my posts were related to Islam and they thought I was from ISIS,” 
she says. “But later, they understood; once they connected me with the 
pastor, all went well.”

Slowly, some of the people in the Facebook group began to trust her 
enough to meet her in person. “One day, a girl [from the Facebook group] 
came with her brother to me to give me a Bible; she was sent by the pastor,” 
Islèm remembers. “She thought she would just give me the Bible and leave. 
But for me, it was a new thing to meet with Christians, so I didn’t want her 
to leave. I had many questions. I wanted to know if they were more like me 
because I was young, just 15 at that point. I asked this girl where she and 
her brother were going. She said they were going to church. I asked them if I 
could come with them, and she said yes.

“I went to church and it was great. I went to the Bible study group with 
them and that was the first time I read the Bible and the pastor, who was 
explaining the verses, showed me how to touch and hold the Bible. On that 
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day, the pastor was teaching on 
John 14:6: ‘I am the way, the truth 
and the life.’ While he explained 
the passage, I felt as if he was 
answering the questions I had 
when I was at the hospital. On that 
day, November 8, 2013, I became 
a believer. I spoke with the pastor 
and he and his wife prayed for me. 
Two days later, on Sunday, I went 
to church again. And two years 
later, I was baptized, on December 
15, 2015.”

A gift of community
Islèm was so happy on the day she 
decided to follow Jesus. Her long 
search was, at last, finished. 

But because of where she lives, her decision 
was not quite as simple as that. 

“The people from the church were scared 
because I was a minor and they did not know 
about the situation in my family,” she says. 
“They knew nothing about me, and I knew 
nothing about them. But you know it was as if 
we had known each other forever. When I got 
home, I said I would wait and each time I would 
see the pastor and his wife, I would tell them 
what I had read. Each time I went home, I would 
read the Bible. To me, reading the Bible was 
similar to eating; it was a need. I wanted to read 
more and more. I was really happy, I felt at ease.”

As a young woman in an Islamic society, 
Islèm is completely dependent on her family 
and community. So while Islèm’s new faith in 
Christ made her feel peaceful and happy, it 
also put her in danger. Her conversion from 
Islam meant that if it was discovered she was 
following Jesus, her relationships, her freedom 
and even her life could be in danger. 

“In my family, my uncle felt something was changing, and he came with 
his wife to speak to me,” Islèm remembers. “They spoke to me in a strict 
manner—they knew I was talking to Christians. My family still thinks I am 
a Muslim. Only my mother knows I am a Christian, and she accepts it. My 
father does not know anything about it.

“I tried twice to have a conversation with my father. In the first, we 
were speaking about the name of the son of Abraham that he tried to 
sacrifice. He said to me that God asked Abraham to kill Ishmael. I denied 
that. He then raised a knife, saying: ‘You must believe it is Ishmael.’ I 
thought that if I said something more, he would have killed me.

“The second time was when we were watching TV, and there was a 
program about a Muslim school that was teaching the Quran to small 
children. I was against this idea, so I tried to talk about it, and I told him 
that I was against the kind of [hardline Muslim] people who teach the 
Quran to young children. He told me to leave the house.”

It’s clear that Islèm loves her father, but these stories are troubling. She 
seems to realize this. “He is a nice man, but from time to time he shows his 
other face,” she says, smiling. “You never know how he will react when I say 
that I am a Christian. For him, it is strange and impossible to accept.”

Growing in faith,  
standing for Christ
Through her relationships with the people from her new church and the 
community she found with other believers, Islèm quickly grew in her 
faith. “I started to learn more about Jesus; I attended several Bible study 
groups in the church and I have a special relationship with the family 
of the pastor and with his wife, who I speak to a lot,” Islèm says. “She 
gives me advice and tries to help me to grow, to change and to learn 
the basic principles of Christianity. There are also the training seminars 
organized by the church for Christians [supported by Open Doors]. I also 
spend time in personal prayers at home and time reading and trying to 
understand what God expects of me.” 

Before I knew Jesus, 
I had two choices: 

either this life, or die.
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Through these things, God is working mightily in Islèm’s 
life. “Jesus is like oxygen, because without oxygen you cannot 
breathe,” she says. “If Jesus was not in my life, I would not 
be here today, I would not be alive. I would not have resumed 
my studies, would not have led a normal life. Before I knew 
Jesus, I had two choices: either this life, or die. It is as if I was 
taken from the trash can and was cleaned. I have changed 
and, despite some difficulties in my current life, I cannot leave 
Jesus. No matter what happens in my life, I can’t leave Jesus.”

Islèm had the good fortune that she did not stay alone 
as a new believer, despite this being something that usually 
happens to Muslims in this region who find Jesus. What if 
she didn’t have the support of the pastor and his wife and the 
other members of the church? “I am sure that even if I would 
have stayed alone, God would not have forsaken me,” she 
says. “But in the Bible, we are told that we need to be a united 

community, we Christians should be of the Body. If there were 
no Christians here, I would go elsewhere to find some, even 
though I have no other Christians around me, in my family or 
among my friends. I only see them at the church or when I ask 
for a meeting.” 

Living as a Christian with a Muslim background in North 
Africa isn’t easy. “But it is worth it,” Islèm declares. “I thank God 
for it, to know the truth and to know who God really is. I am lucky 
to have a special relationship with God, but when I see my family, 
I feel bad. I love my family, I love my dad. I would like them to 
know Jesus. Christianity is not a religion, it is a relationship. It 
is difficult to explain to others. It is not a religion where you are 
obliged to pray each day. We have a special relationship with 
God. Of course, it is worth it. Others should also get to know 
Jesus. Maybe it would lead to many problems in their life, but 
when they die, they will get eternal life.”

became angry and threw him out of the house. We helped him 
by offering him a safe house where we took care of him. But 
we also contacted his family and started talking with them, 
trying to restore their relationships. And it worked! They 
accepted him back. We pray that he can influence them so 
that they will also come to know the Lord.

In our region, I see various needs. For example, we have 
young leaders who don’t have enough training. The church is 
growing, and the church needs to disciple its members. I know 
of Christians who, because of a lack of discipleship training, 
did not know how to behave and live as Christians. 

There are also many believers living in isolation scattered 
around the region. We visit them and try to bring them 
discipleship, to equip them with the living Word for God. And 
we try to equip them so they can face persecution and stand 
firm in their faith. We also try to gather those isolated believers 
in one place to give them training and support. If we can’t offer 
discipleship training, new believers might slide back to Islam or 
to a life of a non-belief and we could lose them.

As a result of all we are doing, I see stronger churches with 
mature believers and mature leaders who are equipped more 
to reach other people and train them. 

The Church is one Church. For that reason I am so happy 
with Christians in other countries who help the persecuted 
church in North Africa with their prayers, their visits and their 
financial support. Thank you! 

The kind of discipleship and fellowship that Islèm experienced 
can be a rare gift in North Africa. One of the main efforts of 
Open Doors is to help develop and lead training courses for 
church leaders in North Africa providing support and help for 
secret and isolated believers like Islèm. 

Recently, we spoke with Farid, an Open Doors field worker 
in North Africa:

I feel so privileged to be part of this work in North Africa. 
I knew very well what you were doing for us as persecuted 
believers in North Africa, and I saw how you partnered with 
my own church. 

When I got the opportunity to be part of this work, I was 
eager to help. But to be honest, [the work is] not always easy. 
For example, it’s hard when I see cases of persecuted people 
in our churches that we just cannot support because we don’t 
have enough people or money.

Almost all believers in North Africa are from a Muslim 
background, and they face a lot of persecution. It starts with 
the family. They’re kicked out of the house and then denied 
their rights. Sometimes they are not accepted in a job. People 
talk bad about them. In Algeria the government started 
closing churches. In Libya they might even be killed. There are 
forced divorces. Sometimes the parent who converted loses 
their right to see their children. 

But, even knowing [that reality], it is so great to see what 
we can do. It gives me a lot of joy to know that, in North African 
countries like Libya, Tunisia, Algeria, Morocco and Mauritania, 
lots of Christians are helped when they are traumatized.

Let me give you a recent example. There was a new 
believer in one of the big cities in North Africa. His family 
found out about his conversion to following Jesus. They 

TRAINING TO DISCIPLE IN NORTH AFRICA

To support Open Doors’ ministry  
in North Africa and around the world,  
visit OpenDoorsUSA.org/FLP.
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By Christopher Summers

When Rachel was arrested for being a secret 
church leader, her daughter was terrified. 

Rachel found herself asking: Where is God?

A mother’s 
worst 

nightmare  
in Iran

Rachel* shivered as she held her daughter 
tightly. The pounding at the door kept 
getting louder.

Her terrified daughter, Kimya*, looked 
up fearfully at her mother. From the corner 
of the room, hiding out of sight from any 
doors or windows, Rachel could do nothing 
but pray. The day she had never thought 
to fear had arrived.

The Iranian secret police had come 
to arrest her for helping lead a secret 
house church.

Finally, the knocks stopped and 
the police left. Rachel and Kimya could 
breathe again—Rachel had escaped 
imprisonment.

But the day of her arrest wasn’t far off. 

Rachel’s journey toward faith took 
her to a house church service for the 
first time. Later that day, Rachel had 
a dream about Jesus and gave her 
life to Him. She went from a feeling of 
emptiness to being filled with Christ’s 
love. The love she felt from Jesus was 
so overwhelming that it pushed aside 
anything else—persecution wasn’t a 
concern, much less getting arrested. 
“I just wanted to worship God,” Rachel 
says. “Nothing else mattered.”

A path to Jesus’ love

*Names changed to preserve security
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The overcrowded Qarchak Prison is one of several 
women’s prisons in Iran where Christian converts serve 
their sentence for “acts against national security.” 

Features

everywhere I went.” Even in a prison cell, alone and isolated, 
she wasn’t alone. God was with her, just as He had promised. 

Having God by her side didn’t mean prison was easy. 
“Sometimes I think back to those days and wonder how I did 
it,” she says. “I discovered I could deal with my anxiety about 
my daughter because I prayed for her in prison, praying every 
single day.”

Two weeks after Rachel went into prison, she was finally allowed 
to call her daughter. “I started crying as soon as I heard her voice,” 
Rachel remembers. “She was sick, and I felt so bad.” 

Rachel tried to hold back tears as she calmed down her 
daughter. “‘I am OK; don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Just be kind to your 
father, and I will be back.’”

As Rachel hung up, she realized there was a woman next to 
her who had been listening in on her call. “Why are you making 
it so hard for yourself?” the woman asked. “All for that Christ?”

It was a question Rachel had learned to answer in the 
weeks before. She was firm in her reply: “I told the woman: 
‘Jesus is real, and He changed my heart. He is worth it to give 
everything in my life.’”

After a month in prison, Rachel was released on bail. She 
held her daughter tightly, so happy the family was finally reunited. 
“[Kimya] couldn’t let go of me,” Rachel says. “She said, ‘Mommy, 
please don’t ever leave me again.’” As she held her daughter, 
Rachel knew that if she stayed in Iran, she would go back to 
prison, and this time they might also take her husband. There was 
only one option left: flee Iran, no matter how hard it would be.

‘All for that Christ?’

For two years she attended the house church, drinking 
in the “spiritual milk,” as she calls it, she received at the 
house church. Her husband also began to follow Jesus. 
Soon, they had a daughter. The journey with the love of 
Jesus continued.

Rachel’s house church was bursting at the seams with all 
the new believers who kept coming. After attending for about 
two years, Rachel and her husband became leaders of the 
house church. Being a house church leader in Iran meant 
carrying more risk than being ordinary church members, 
but even with the birth of her daughter, Rachel didn’t worry. 
“Of course, the risks crossed my mind every once in a while, 
but I always tempered that thought saying ‘God will protect 
us,’” she says.

Even with God protecting them, Rachel and her fellow 
leaders were very cautious in communication, and always 
used public phones to talk with each other. Kimya and the 
other children grew up in a church that was blessed with 
a Sunday school—which can be rare in the underground 
church in Iran—but they knew that they couldn’t talk 
about church with their classmates. “God gave our children 
wisdom,” Rachel says.

And then, one day, the secret police came for Rachel. 
She escaped the first time. But the second time, they were 
more careful. While her husband was taking Kimya to school, 
the police arrested Rachel and took her to prison.

Alone and scared

“They put me in solitary confinement and, all alone, I started 
to cry,” Rachel remembers softly. Tears well up in her eyes. 
“I was thinking about my daughter and what would happen 
to her.”

Had she prepared her daughter for her arrest? “Not at 
all,” she says, staring at the floor.

Afraid and alone, Rachel began doubting her 
choices—and began doubting God. What happened with 
the protection she expected from God? Why hadn’t He 
protected her, or her daughter, from this trouble? “The first 
three or four days, I didn’t talk to God,” Rachel says. “I was 
so disappointed in Him.”

Prison was hard on Rachel. When she wasn’t alone in her 
cell, she was interrogated and insulted by police officers. 
She was not allowed to make phone calls—even to try to 
calm her daughter over the phone. In two weeks, she lost 
almost 30 pounds, her clothes hanging off her body.

Where was God?
After another day of long, humiliating interrogations, 

Rachel finally got some sleep. And in the midst of her rest, 
she heard a verse: “He was in the world, and though the 
world was made through Him, the world did not recognize 
Him” (John 1:10).

That was a turning point for Rachel. “I was afraid in 
the first few days,” she says, “but when I had the dream, 
and started to pray again, I felt that God went with me 
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And that’s where Rachel is now, with her husband and Kimya 
in a house somewhere outside of Iran, struggling to make 
ends meet. When Iranian Christians flee Iran, they often have 
to go to countries where there is little opportunity for them. 
They often can’t work legally, and kids may not be allowed to 
attend school. As refugees, the only things they can do are wait 
and hope they can gain final status somewhere so they can 
continue their lives. 

The family has been scarred by their experiences but grew 
in their faith. “In prison I learned to trust God—really trust God, 
on a deep level,” Rachel says. “I also changed as a mother. I am 
even more passionate to teach my daughter about Christ and 
spend time reading the Bible with her.”

Kimya, a few years older now, is a strong believer, despite 
everything her mother went through. “My daughter saw how 
God worked in my life, how He helped us to get out of the 
country,” Rachel says. “She has never had a vision of Jesus, but 
this was a testimony for her.”

As Rachel speaks, Kimya was in a separate room, but 
now she enters shyly. But she is not so shy she won’t play 
a song on her guitar. “This is my favorite song,” she says. 
“When I sing this song, even though I can’t play it perfectly, 
it feels like I am close to the Lord. When I feel sad, I play 
this song.”

Her hands strum the strings, and softly she sings to  
the Lord:

“I flee into Your arms, drink of Your love
I wash my sins with your pure blood;
 And forgive everyone through the strength  
    of Your name.

 “I put my sorrows, fears and my burdens  
    on Your shoulders;
I put my hope and goals at Your feet;
Separated from this world, I give myself to You.”

Features

‘I give myself to You’
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I love Molokhia, a soupy dish 
made with leaves of jute mallow 
served with rice; I love the sour 
taste, I can eat it every day.

Ahmad Abed 
Syria

We often go to a buffet, usually 
at a golf club. There is an 
assortment of American food. I 
enjoy seeing the young families 
have time together as they eat.

John Mathews 
Sr. Director,  
Ministry Advancement,  
Open Doors USA

I love pizza, lasagna and all 
kinds of pasta dishes. Although 
I was born and raised in 
Colombia, I think that my great 
great-great grandfather must 
have been Italian!

Claudia Soto-Neira 
Sr. Director of Development 
Support, Open Doors USA

Connections

[My favorite meal is] Mandi, 
meat slowly cooked on hot 
stones, served with thin bread 
and rice.

Masoub, a dish of banana, 
baked bread, cream, nuts, dates 
and honey. You eat it as a sweet 
or as breakfast.

Scalloped potatoes and ham—
my grandma’s recipe.

Nothing like a good, juicy and 
tender steak!

Paneer tikka masala, garlic 
naan, gobi manchuri and 
mango lassi.

My favorite meal is two grilled 
fish tacos, a side of chips and 
salsa, and an ice-cold Coke.

I love fast food, especially 
pizza; whenever I’m hungry, I 
joke with my friends and tell 
them they look like a giant slice 
of pizza.

Enjera! spicy stews are served 
on one plate for an entire family 
to share. Parents will often feed 
their children; there’s love in 
every bite.

Tuna melt and French  
onion soup.

My favorite meal is steamed 
artichokes. My mom used to 
make them as a treat for us 
when I was a kid. While I love 
the flavor of artichokes, it’s 
more about how they’re eaten—
slowly, one leaf at a time, while 
enjoying a conversation and 
laughter with family and friends.

Shawarma, soaked chicken 
breasts sandwich with pickles 
and a garlic dip. I have to eat 
shawarma every day; I take 
money from my uncle to buy it, 
because my parents don’t allow 
me to have too much.

Abdul Salaam*
Saudi Arabia

I love Chinese food and some 
of the best I’ve had (of course) 
was when we visited China 
and shared a meal with some 
amazing people.

Cathy Cox 
Accounting Manager, Open 
Doors USA

Ruth Elias 
Grants and proposals 
specialist,  
Open Doors USA

Anne Marshall-Petri

Abu Ali*
Yemen

Sofia Bustamante

Jordan Pierce 
Robinson

Natalie Mahardawe 
(age 15), Syria

Malissa McCrary 
Sr. Director of HR,  
Open Doors USA

Mirella 
(age 14), Syria

1 Question

Eggplant parmesan, lemon 
chicken, smoked and roasted 
pork hock, beet/walnut/goat 
cheese salad.

Inge Torchia

WHAT IS YOUR 
FAVORITE MEAL?

The last one. And always 
grateful for it.

My favourite is zucchini, 
whether it’s fried with 
pomegranate molasses, 
in mehshi (zucchini and 
eggplants stuffed with rice 
then cooked) or when boiled 
with salt and pepper.”

Edward Powell

Judy George 
Syria

My favorite meal: lamb meat 
with rice. I add into it Arabic 
yellow yogurt, which is very 
delicious. This meal is done 
nowadays as the desert people 
used to cook it.

I don’t think I can pick a 
favorite, but spaghetti is a top 
meal in our house, with bread 
and salad!

George 
Palestinian Territories

Emily Keltner

Zack Keahey
Sr. Digital Marketing 
Manager, Open Doors USA

My husband’s chicken 
parmesan or Dutch baby!

Leslee Anderson

Ashley Hufford

*Pseudonym

In almost every place in 
the world, food is one 
way we come together 
in unity—gathered as 
one family. 
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Connections

Spotlights

Christian/home schools and 
invite them to write notes of 
encouragement. I also help the 
wonderful Open Doors staff in 
the office.

WHAT ONE PIECE OF 
ENCOURAGEMENT WOULD 
YOU OFFER TO OTHERS 
HELPING THE PERSECUTED 
CHURCH?

Matthew 7:7 tells us about Jesus 
standing at the door knocking 
and saying, “If anyone opens 
it in faith/trust, I will come into 
them.” He knows our hearts to 
help others who are suffering 
persecution because they’re 
living [out] their faith in Him. My 
encouragement is this: Open 
the door wider by stepping 
forward repeatedly. You and the 
persecuted Christians you serve 
will be blessed repeatedly. Open 
the doors!HOW DO YOU SERVE THE 

PERSECUTED CHURCH 
THROUGH OPEN DOORS?

I tell friends who tell friends 
and acquaintances in numerous 
different settings to bring 
awareness. I also encourage 
pastoral staff to invite Open 
Doors representatives to speak 
during a service, as well as 
contact Bible study groups and 

HOW DO YOU SERVE THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH 
THROUGH OPEN DOORS?

I am a Connector. Pete and I 
try to educate people at our 
church about persecution. We 
also shared some materials for 

International Day of Prayer for 
the Persecuted Church, and our 
pastor prayed for India. I have 
been given the opportunity in 
my ladies’ class to share and 
pray each week, and this past 
Christmas, our group wrote 
cards to people in Open Doors’ 
letter-writing campaigns.

WHAT ENCOURAGEMENT 
WOULD YOU OFFER OTHERS 
WHO MIGHT BE INTERESTED 
IN GIVING, SERVING  
OR VOLUNTEERING WITH 
OPEN DOORS?
I encourage anyone for whom 
the Lord has placed this on 
their hearts to pursue learning 
more about it. Go to Open 
Doors’ website [OpenDoorsUSA.
org] and read people’s stories. 
Pray about how God wants 
you to serve. Go on a trip with 
Open Doors if you feel led. 
Experiencing the effects of 
persecution will change your  
life and help those you are there 
to encourage.

WHEN DID YOU FIRST 
BECOME AWARE OF THE 
PROBLEM OF PERSECUTION 
AGAINST CHRISTIANS?

During a Bible Study Fellowship 
class. A lecture featured the 
stories of Corrie ten Boom 
and another dedicated Dutch 
Christian known as Brother 
Andrew. Their steadfast work on 
behalf of those who were terribly 
persecuted simply because 
they lived their Christian faith 
widened [my] perspective.

SHARE A STORY THAT HAS 
STUCK WITH YOU ABOUT THE 
PERSECUTED CHURCH.

Rather than a single story, it 
is probably the compilation of 
the magnitude of impact upon 
a family. No one is unscarred. 
These Christians’ courage and 
faith are a light in the darkness 
and an inspiration for others.

Leslie 
Alexander
Office volunteer

Sue Veteto
Connector

Sue Veteto, Washington

Leslie Alexander, California

TELL US A LITTLE BIT 
ABOUT YOURSELF.

I was born in Illinois, but my 
family followed my Army officer 
father for years through the 
[states]. Eventually, we all moved 
to California. This experience 
planted [in me] an appreciation 
for church participation with 
related community service and 
volunteer service.

TELL US A LITTLE BIT 
ABOUT YOURSELF.
My husband Pete and I live  
in Washington state. I am a 
wife, mom and grandmother. 
We are retired and worship 
and serve at a mission-minded 
church. We visit and help our 
kids, grandchildren and my 
aging parents, and we love to 
travel and see other countries 
and cultures.

WHEN DID YOU FIRST 
BECOME AWARE OF 
PERSECUTED CHRISTIANS?

After I was widowed in 2008, I 
started searching for missions 
I could serve in. I was also 
rediscovering who I was. I was 
very moved after reading God’s 
Smuggler; so I contacted Open 
Doors and ended up going on 
a prayer and presence trip to 
Ethiopia in 2009. During this 
time, I learned of persecution 
that I previously had no idea 
was happening.

WHAT’S ONE PLACE  
THAT HAS GRABBED  
YOUR HEART?

Ethiopia! I visited widows whose 
husbands had been murdered, 
heard their stories, and prayed 
and shared with them, and others 
who had been beaten, and had 
seen their churches and homes 
burned. What struck me was 
their faith and love for Jesus. 
Also, some of the people who do 
the work in Ethiopia are now my 
very dear and beloved family.

If you’re interested  
in volunteering with 
Open Doors, contact 
Connect@odusa.org  
for more information.
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I fully believe the propagation of 
the surveillance state is the most 
prescient issue for people of faith 
in the years to come. And yet, our 
efforts alone can’t make this story 
rise above the noise.

But God can. So we proceeded 
with the press conference in  
faith that God Himself can make 
things grow.

The gravity of this issue was 
highlighted by the difficulty we 
encountered in persuading any 
Chinese leadership to speak 
publicly at the press conference, 
due to their justified fear of arrest 
upon re-entry to China. Just a 
few days before the conference, 
God inspired not one, but three, 
Chinese church leaders to speak 
on behalf of the church in China.

One of those leaders (I’ll call him 
Sean), is currently living with his 
family in the United States after 
fleeing religious persecution 
in China. Over a meal, an Open 
Doors staff member asked him if 
surveillance persecution is driving 
or hurting the underground 
church movement.

“It depends on the response of 
the individual believer,” Sean 
replied. “Some say, ‘It is wise not 

Many years ago, I lived in a home with 
a problem: It sat on a highly trafficked 
street. To mitigate the noise and improve 
the view, I decided to plant a tree in the 
front yard.

But any tree of sufficient size was beyond my 
price range. Discouraged, I settled on the best 
my budget could afford: a spindly little wisp of 
a tree. It certainly didn’t do much to buffer the 
noise, and its tiny branches barely obstructed the 
view. I’d made a worthy effort, but the problem 
remained unsolved.

I recently returned to that town and, out of curiosity, 
drove by that house. I slowed the car in front of the 
house and smiled when I saw that tree: strong, tall, 
beautiful and healthy. What I had planted as a small, 
perhaps unnoticed, effort to absorb traffic noise 
has grown to exceed its original purpose—now 
providing beauty and shade to the yard as well.

Stepping in faith

This January, Open Doors had a traffic congestion 
problem of sorts. We’d planned a press conference 
for the 2020 World Watch List, motivated by our 
calling to advocate for the persecuted church in 
all places of influence. But in the days preceding 
the press conference, the media cycle erupted in 
news of trade deals, impeachment hearings and a 
flurry of other headlines competing for attention. I 
realized we weren’t going to make headline news  
with what, in any other year, may have been a lead 
story—the sobering reality that China has built a 
blueprint of vast persecution designed to oppress 
and restrict religious expression.

to go to worship.’ Others say, ‘It is 
courageous to go to worship.’ But 
for the Chinese church to grow in 
persecution, we must all believe 
that wisdom and courage can 
come together to foster faith.”

Our challenge:  
Remain faithful to the work

Even when the noise—or the 
pressure—seems too great for the 
voice of the Church to rise up over 
it, we must believe that God can 
use wisdom and courage, together, 
to make faith grow. Even when our 
efforts seem insignificant, God 
is working behind the scenes to 
multiply the work.

The challenge is to remain faithful 
to the work while we wait for it to 
grow. For you and I, that may mean 
continuing to share the stories 
behind the numbers of Open 
Doors’ 2020 World Watch List or 
committing to pray each week 
using our prayer app.

By continuing to pray faithfully and 
share boldly about the persecuted 
church, you are planting seeds 
that—like the tree in my front 
yard— will grow into a thing of 
strength, beauty, shelter and 
support for our brothers and sisters 
around the world.

THE 2020 WORLD WATCH LIST PRESS CONFERENCE WAS A POWERFUL  
REMINDER OF HOW GOD MULTIPLIES OUR FAITH AND OBEDIENCE

Wisdom & courage 
behind the scenes

Connections

By David Curry, 
CEO of Open Doors USA



26     Presence | May / June 2020

“We became Christians, but that was followed by complete 
social boycott by our community and our relatives. In our 
community, that matters a lot, as the families and communities 
are interdependent in many ways. The expulsion made us 
poorer and isolated.”

This is Reema*’s testimony of faith. When her family became 
Christians in Nepal, they were totally ostracized from their 
community. Eventually, she, her mother and her siblings were 
abandoned by her father and forced to move to a different city. 

One day, it became too much for Reema. “That night, I gave 
up all hope and tried to take my own life by drinking poison; 
however, I didn’t die,” she says. “I was amazed. I was desperate, 

but I knew somewhere that God regarded my life as precious 
and that He had a purpose for me in the future.”

Even though they continued to live in intense poverty 
because of their faith, Reema managed to finish school. She also 
began to sense God’s call to pursue biblical study and training. 

But there was no way she could afford it. The persecution of 
Reema and her family meant they were alone, feeling like there 
was no way to live out God’s calling for her.

It was then Reema came into contact with an Open Doors 
partner in Nepal. Through this connection, Reema was given the 
opportunity to pursue theological studies.

She expresses her gratitude: “I really want to thank God 
and the Open Doors partner for helping me pursue theological 
studies. This was a great answer to my prayers. God is such a 
comforter. I remember John 14:18, which says, ‘I will not leave 
you as orphans. I will come to you.’ God has never left me alone 
and has answered my prayers through people like you.”

It can be challenging sometimes to see where God is at 
work; but this is why it is such a blessing to hear testimonies 
like Reema’s. It’s a reminder to look for God in everything—a 
reminder to have eyes to see the goodness of the Lord in our 
lives. This might look like a miraculous healing or thunderclap-
like answer to prayer. But more often, it might look like running 
into someone who loves Jesus and wants to help.

God’s Spirit lives in all of His people—you and I and 
Reema and every other follower of Jesus. That means we 
are not orphans; we have Jesus, of course, but we also have 
millions of “siblings” scattered around the world. When we 
are discouraged, may God give us the courage to look for the 
sisters and brothers who want to help, who want to bear our 
burdens with us—because that is the call of Jesus for us all.

Devotional
“If you love me, keep my 
commands. And I will ask the 
Father, and He will give you 
another advocate to help you 
and be with you forever—
the Spirit of truth. The world 
cannot accept Him, because it 
neither sees Him nor knows 
Him. But you know Him, for 
He lives with you and will be 
in you. I will not leave you as 
orphans; I will come to you.”
— John 14:15-18

Connections

Almighty and eternal God, so draw our hearts to you, so guide our 
minds, so fill our imaginations, so control our wills, that we may be 
wholly yours, utterly dedicated to you; and then use us, we pray, as 
you will, and always to your glory and the welfare of your people; 
through our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. Amen.

Prayer:
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Free Download in the Apple or Android store
ODUSA.ORG/PRAYERAPP

Introducing the
Pray for the
persecuted 
church 
Prayer App
from Open Doors.
Connect to the persecuted church  
instantly at your fingertips.

With one click, you can respond to and 
share the prayer requests through your 
social media, email, or text.

Pray for your brothers and sisters today.

Download Now
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